This article examines aspects of cultural exchange between the Middle East and the West in which Sufism, Christianity, the traditions of the Circassians and New Age concepts played a central role. It focuses on the teaching of Murat Yagan, of AbkhazCircassian origin who grew up in Turkey and immigrated to Canada in the 1960s, where he developed his philosophy, Ahmsta Kebzeh ("the knowledge of the art of living"). The Kebzeh way of life emphasizes modesty, mutual responsibility and compassion. Yagan linked these values to the ancient ethos of the Caucasus Mountains which he sought to revive as the basis of a universal vision. The nature of Kebzeh was influenced by the cosmopolitan environment in which Yagan was educated in Turkey; by his enrollment with Sufi circles in North America; and by the multicultural Canadian atmosphere. These diverse influences enabled him to devise an ecumenical model of dialogue between cultures. The article provides a first-time survey and analysis of Kebzeh ideological and communal features. It sheds new light on the role of ethnicity and cultural heritage in immigrant societies in the context of the evolution of spirituality in Canada, a relatively unexplored milieu in comparison to the United States and Europe.
Introduction
This study examines aspects of cultural creativity and exchange between the Middle East and the West as reflected in the teaching of a spiritual philosophy in which Sufism, Christianity, and New Age spiritual concepts play a central role alongside Circassian-Abkhazian cultural elements. It focuses on Murat Yagan, originator, teacher and disseminator of this philosophy, and the interaction between religions, cultures and identities which he molded.
Murat Yagan (b. 1915) , of Circassian-Abkhazian origin,1 grew up in Turkey and emigrated to Canada in 1963. He called his spiritual method Ahmsta Kebzeh ("the knowledge of the art of living"),2 a term taken from the traditions of the Circassians, and especially the Abkhazians, of the Caucasus. Kebzeh is a combination of philosophy and practice, aimed at awakening latent human faculties that are ignored in the attainment of modern enlightenment. Yagan and his followers in Canada founded the Kebzeh society, which was made up of a group of followers living in Yagan's vicinity in the town of Vernon in the Okanagen region of British Columbia, as well as additional followers in North America.3 While the first circle of Yagan's disciples seemed to number a few hundred, many more were exposed to his ideas and have spread out in various parts of the world. The final version of this article comes at a time when the teaching of Kebzeh and the Kebzeh followers are entering a new stage, following Yagan's death in December, 2013 at the age of ninety-eight. 4 Three interrelated elements in the emergence of Yagan's ethos will be discussed: (1) Cultural connections between Turkey, the Caucasus, and Canada; (2) The impact of multiculturalism, ethnicity and cultural heritage on the formation of a new type of spiritualism in immigrant societies as manifested in the evolution of Kebzeh; (3) Kebzeh as a component of the mysticism of Sufi circles in Canada, a relatively unexplored milieu in this context in comparison to the u.s. and Europe. 5 Yagan perceived Kebzeh as a New Age spirituality aimed at purifying the human body and soul and nurturing qualities of love. He often discussed the About seventy-eighty people came to the gathering that we documented, with few more from the area who came to specific activities. Most of them were middle class white North Americans, from the U.S. and Canada, men and women alike. The majority came from a Christian background, but some came from a Jewish background. However, there were also people with different backgrounds: an Iranian immigrant, new members from Europe and South America who came to live in Vernon for different periods of time, et cetera. significance and the opportunities ushered in by the New Age.6 However, unlike many New Age ideas that focus on the individual, Kebzeh teaching emphasizes the importance of belonging to a group or community, and of modesty and humility in relation to communal interests. Yagan linked these ideas to Sufi philosophy and practices, as well as to the ancient traditions of the Caucasus. Moreover, he also accorded a central place in his teaching to Jesus, whom he called "the greatest Sufi ever." In the authors' view, the teaching of Kebzeh is closely connected to the history of the dissemination of Sufism in North America during the latter twentieth century, but at the same time it is a new phenomenon in that it relates to other traditions as well. Yagan's ability to intertwine Sufi, Abkhazian/Circassian and Christian ideas enabled him to mold his teaching into a cosmopolitan and universal vision. The study of Kebzeh and its evolution thereby offers insights into the complexity of New Age spirituality in the West in the context of immigration and multiculturalism.
Our approach combines anthropological and historical perspectives. The methodology draws upon field work conducted in Vernon, British Columbia (summer 2009), Jerusalem (summer 2010) and Abkhazia (summer 2011), and textual analyses of Yagan's teaching found in his books and other publications. The main field work, conducted in Vernon, included interviews with Yagan and his students and attendance at the annual gathering of the Kebzeh Foundation.7
Murat Yagan: Biographical Background
Yagan, born into the Abkhazian-Abaza aristocracy of the Ashkhara region in northern Caucasus in 1915,8 emigrated to Turkey with his family in 1918 under the leadership of his grandfather, accompanied by his tribesmen, and settled in southeastern Anatolia. Later, Yagan's family moved to Istanbul, where he 6 Yagan defined the "New Age" as "the age of the marriage of new positive science and mysticism" (Yagan, life was mainly influenced by the political vicissitudes of the era, which had profound repercussions for his people as a minority in Turkey.14 He was raised first and foremost as a Circassian. In his autobiography he described how at the age of ten he began his intellectual and spiritual education under the instruction of the Abkhazian elders, designed to prepare him to succeed his father as the community's leader. However, he turned away from his Circassian-Abkhazian training during his adolescence, and eventually from establishment Islam. As a young medical student, he began a spiritual quest by joining the Bektashi Sufi order,15 although he had no previous contact with the Bektashiyya but was drawn to them by a vision in a dream that led him to study at the order's famed Shah Kulu Dergahi Center in Istanbul.16 There he took instruction from Shaykh Hasan Tahsin Baba, who also guided him intellectually in deconstructing previously held assumptions about religion and God. During the same period, Yagan also experienced a spiritual attraction to Jesus, which was to play a significant role in his philosophy. He recounts that while praying to Jesus, he sank into a dream in which he became aware of his own true humanity and his inevitable sin, from which he was then saved by Jesus.17
His understanding of Christianity, combined with his continued spiritual discontent, led him to turn to Jesus for help in resolving existential questions. Yagan declared himself a follower of Jesus and a Christian, although he formally converted to Christianity only years later. His Sufi instructor encouraged his connection with Jesus, but eventually this isolated him from the rest of the followers of the Bektashi order, since he had defied the Sufi concept which accepts other prophets only through the teachings of the Qur'an and the one true prophet-Muhammad. Hence, three and a half years after joining it, Yagan left the Bektashi order. He eventually left medical school as well to work on the family's land in Turkey. At age twenty-seven he married an Abkhazian woman and they had four children. During the next twenty years Yagan started farming enterprises in various parts of Turkey.18 In his autobiography and in interviews Yagan described several conflicts in which he was involved in Turkey, essentially revolving around discrimination due to his minority status. This was also a factor in his decision to emigrate in 1963. After weighing various destinations, he chose Canada, in the hope that in Canada's multicultural population his background would not be an impediment.
Arriving there, Yagan worked on a farm in Quebec; as a carpenter in Vernon and in Prince Robert, British Columbia; at remodeling houses when the family moved to Vancouver in the 1970s; and at one point, together with his wife, as owner of a Turkish restaurant. He chose to describe himself, above all, as a carpenter, evidence of his affinity with Jesus in this self-designation.
The encounter with Christian surroundings in Canada was both surprising and frustrating for him. He attended church regularly, and in Prince Robert joined the United Church once his certificate of baptism was sent from Istanbul. Upon moving to Vancouver, he joined the Anglican St. Margaret's Church. However, he was soon disappointed. "Christian churches seem to be in complete disagreement with each other," he wrote, and he was keenly aware of "the confusion among professed Christians." Yagan stated that at that point he was disenchanted with the absence of love and humanity among Christians, and resorted to meditation so as to have unmediated contact with Jesus. He reported that he experienced an intimate affinity with Jesus, "something that could be described as visitations."19 Meanwhile, he began to differentiate between institutionalized churches and the spiritual, universal message of Christianity.
Although by his own admission he was plagued by spiritual doubts, others began coming to him for religious guidance and advice, among them a priest he had met soon after his arrival in Vancouver. During this period, Yagan began to act as a spiritual teacher in Vancouver's multicultural environment, a process that began when he established contacts with emerging Sufi circles in the city and elsewhere in North America.
Encounters with Sufism in the West
The emergence of the Kebzeh community was closely intertwined with the spread of Islamic Sufi ideas to non-Muslims in the West during the last decades of the twentieth century, a process in which Sufism underwent re-interpretation and became a universal mystical trend, closely related toand essentially a part of-the broad New Age spiritualism.20
The light of Yagan's conversion to Christianity, attesting to the inclusive character of the Mevlevi branch in Canada and its aim to enhance its public appeal. Yagan's role as a teacher and leader became salient when in the late 1970s the group of young people involved in the Turning Society in Vancouver found itself without formal leadership. The founders of the society regarded Shaykh Reshad Field,25 who was based in Boulder, Colorado, as their spiritual leader. However, the distance, together with personal difficulties experienced by Field, created an acute need for leadership. By then, Yagan was regarded by this group of seekers, as well as by the Sufi leaders in Konya, Turkey, who were affiliated with this movement, as the natural leader to step in and fill this need. In 1978 the Mevlevi Shaykh Dede contacted Yagan with the intention that he function as "his heart" in Canada in advancing Mevlevi teaching there.26 However, rather than becoming a Sufi shaykh, Yagan began to develop his own philosophy-the Ahmsta Kebzeh.
Yagan's activity as a spiritual teacher had brought him in contact with various figures who played important roles in the emerging Sufi movements in North America. They included Reshad Field, who was connected at first to Vilayat Inayat Khan and established the Beshara Centre at Swyre Farm in Aldsworth, England, in 1970, and later to the Mevlevi order. Field founded a Mevlevi center in Boulder, and had connections with groups in the "Fourth Way" tradition of G.I. Gurdjieff. Other figures were Kabir Helminski of the Threshold Society,27 and E.J. Gold, who visited Vancouver in that period. Gold, an artist, writer, and jazz musician, was also affiliated with Gurdjieff's "Fourth Way" tradition. These figures, and their connections with Yagan, embodied a link between "Western Sufism" and broader New Age spirituality. As an immigrant from Turkey who became involved in "New Spirituality" circles in Vancouver, Yagan's role in these developments can be understood as a bridge between two phases, as posited in Gisela Webb's chronological analysis of the development of Sufism in America: the 1960s counter-cultural movement, and in this their philosophy differs from other Sufi orders ( journal of Sufi studies 3 (2014) 67-92 the influence of growing immigration from Muslim societies in the latter part of the century.28 Yet, Yagan's position as an immigrant from a minority group (CircassianAbkhaz) had further consequences that eventually led him to a different and distinctive path. During his development as a spiritual leader, his encounters with Sufism in the West prompted him to revisit the meaning of Sufism for himself personally. This process of re-examination of past knowledge and experiences in the context of immigration also led him to a spiritual reinterpretation of his own cultural traditions, rooted in the Caucasus.
Rediscovering Kebzeh: Authenticity, Identity and Legitimation
In multicultural Canada, Yagan's origins counted as an asset. His first-hand, indepth acquaintance with Turkish Sufism made him an authentic representative of that spiritual milieu. The advantage of authenticity was especially important to local Canadian spiritual seekers. Yagan's biography, therefore, was a valuable vehicle for his recognition as a leader in the evolving Sufi circles in Vancouver of the 1970s. The recognition he gained from leading Sufi figures in North America29 and from the Mevlevi leadership in Turkey singled him out as a potential mentor for even wider Western Sufi circles in North America. Why then did he turn away from this status and choose the road of creating, or re-creating, the teaching of Kebzeh?
In his autobiography he linked his decision to a pursuit of his own spiritual route to reconnecting with Jesus as a practicing Christian in Canada. He had been surprised by the desire of Canadians he met to seek answers from him, but, "after meditation and communication with Jesus," he realized that his ability to teach others had been imparted to him by his Abkhazian training, rather than by Sufism. His Abkhazian upbringing was the primary source of his inspi- ration and the "very essence of the teaching of everything," he wrote.30 With this, he did not end his interest in Sufism; rather, as will be shown, he linked it to the cultural traditions of the Caucasus.
Yagan's rediscovery of his native tradition appears to be closely related to the Western quest for authenticity, an important component of New Age and, more broadly, new spiritual movements.31 Such a re-discovery of an ancient tradition may be viewed as an effective way of securing legitimization for the doctrine and the leader.32 The unknown Caucasus and Circassian traditions held an appeal for some of the students. Learning the Circassian dances added another level to the authentic character of Kebzeh and made it attractive to people who felt ambiguous about Islam.
However, for Yagan, authenticity was not merely a tool to gain followers. There were additional levels that went beyond legitimization and the presentation of a new or renewed spiritual doctrine being linked to an ancient one. Yagan's progression from an affinity with various Sufi circles to an immersion in the teaching of the ancient Kebzeh traditions, and applying them to the Western milieu, was a distinctive example of re-working religious ideas involving cultural exchange in the context of immigration and multiculturalism.
An analysis of Yagan's spiritual autobiography and other published materials during an in-depth interview with him33 suggests that his acknowledgment of authenticity as an advantage caused him to revalue his own heritage not only as a former Turkish citizen and a member of Sufi orders but also as an Abkhazian of the Caucasus. While his former Turkish official identity and his command of the Turkish language facilitated his first steps as a leader in the Sufi circles in Vancouver, later on his experiences as an immigrant led him to reinterpret his cultural heritage in a way that related this heritage to the world of Western seekers.
Moreover, he reappraised his personal tradition not only as an instrumental resource but as a vital source of values and concepts that enhanced his 30 own inner strength, a process of self-understanding described in his autobiography.34 In essence, only a small part of what Yagan called a "spiritual autobiography" falls into the category of typical spiritual biographies of mentors of the New Age in the West. Large parts of the book tell the story of a Circassian whose character, and no less importantly his origin, brought him into conflict with his surroundings and with the Kemalist regime in Turkey. Only in the last chapter does Yagan introduce a wider discussion of his spiritual ideas. Although at that stage (the early 1980s), they were mainly Sufi ideas, the book clearly reflects his re-examination of his personal identity and the potential to re-mold this identity in the context of democratic, multicultural Canada. Yagan pointedly disparaged prevailing Turkish stereotypes of Circassian mountaineers as "bandits" and "horse thieves," revealing a depth of introspection regarding his native traditions. "I came to realize that the ancient tradition of the Abkhazian . . . which I have spurned as too primitive, was the very essence of the teaching of everything [else] ."35
This recognition led Yagan to develop the teaching of Kebzeh as a new concept relevant to modern spirituality in North America, blended with aspects of Circassian culture. This combination was to influence the spread of his ideas two decades later along three different channels: building up a local Canadian community committed to Kezbeh principles; reaching out to Circassian followers both in the diaspora and in the Caucasus (Abkhazia); and addressing audiences throughout the world interested in Sufism and a new spirituality. These developments, too, reinforced his legitimization. Yagan had the advantage of native Abkhazian authenticity, and his leadership position was anchored in his status as "the last known living spiritual elder of the tradition."36
Yagan's teaching was in some ways a new doctrine, similar to other New Age spirituality, while also containing aspects of continuity and reconnection with his personal cultural heritage, together with an amalgamation of Sufi ideas and practices (see below). Based on his personal experiences and his perspectives as a migrant, Yagan sought to bind modernity with what he referred to as the ancient spiritual tradition of the Caucasus Mountains.37
Yagan's knowledge of mysticism, combined with his affinity with Jesus and his Circassian-Abkhazian lineage, endowed him with "spiritual capital." Bradford Verter has suggested that "forms of spiritual capital [exist] valued specifically because they are perceived as extra-institutional-the many forms of New Age religion, for instance."38 In Yagan's case, his personal charisma and the knowledge he had acquired were extra-institutional, and not only in comparison with traditional religion: they also went beyond the new structures of esoteric knowledge that emerged in the West in the latter twentieth century. His "spiritual capital" thus paved the way for the development and spread of Kebzeh teaching.
Kebzeh, Esoteric Knowledge and Sufism: Intertwined Worlds
Yagan's philosophy and teaching centered on the Ahmsta Kebzeh, is described as:
An ancient spiritual tradition which has been preserved in the Caucasus Mountains. It is an applied science of processing the human being. The process is that of awakening and developing latent human faculties under divine grace and guidance. [Its founder, Murat Yagan, is] one of the rare Circassian elders . . . who is thought to be the last known living lightholder of this particular tradition.39
In the Ahmsta Kebzeh vision, human aspiration is aimed at attaining the level of "completed human."40 From the outset, Kebzeh teachers held that this goal could be achieved in various ways, and that there is no preference for a specific religion or spiritual discipline; all are equal. In this sense, Yagan's ideas continue the concept of religious pluralism that characterized theosophy as well as various Sufi groups who were active in the West as early as the first part of the twentieth century.41 Yet, Yagan's discourse eventually shows that Kebzeh teaching is ranked by him as the superior, ultimate approach. Moreover, only those students or seekers who are actively engaged in Kebzeh can fully understand its meaning and develop their higher faculties. Introducing the concept of the West and the entire universe being one with Ahmsta Kebzeh can turn the planet into a peaceful, harmonious and loving place.42
The description of the remote Caucasus as the ancient birthplace of Kebzeh teaching undoubtedly had a legitimating aspect, but, more significantly, it served as a way to distance Yagan's ideas from Islam generally, though not from Sufism.43 It correlates with Yagan's claim that "what the Kebzeh offers is not a religion, and it does not interfere with existing religion; it is an applied science, the art of living as a human."44 It also correlates with his view that Kebzeh can adapt to its cultural surroundings, namely Christianity in Canada. At the same time these ideas allow for a recognition of Circassian culture, which is much older than Islam, as the true source of the teaching.
Yagan applied Kebzeh, first, to restoring the balance between body and soul, so as to awaken the latent human conscience and put it in contact with the source, or the creative energy commonly called God, from which all that exists in the universe emanates. Secondly, he sought to revive human attributes that had been lost along the way, such as courage, compassion, love, altruism and hope.
From Ancient Tradition to Modern Esoteric Knowledge
Yagan praised Kebzeh as an ancient tradition, authentic and unique to the Caucasus Mountains, one of the three places in the world (the other two are the Hindu Kush, at the western edge of the Himalayas, and the Andes in South America) where people survived the great "flood of Noah" and from whence the spiritual development of the world began. This descriptive style echoes various claims of authenticity by other new religions and manifestations of "new age" spiritualism. However, Yagan's description of Kebzeh goes beyond such mythological descriptions, using a terminology and cultural ideas drawn from the Abkhazian and Circassian tradition.
In Abkhazian the term a-kJabz refers to the ethos at the heart of Abkhazian culture, and Ahmsta refers to "nobles," hence: the ethos of the nobles. Kebzeh, as Yagan uses the term, also resembles the traditional usage of a similar term in 42 45 Yagan also made use of another key term in the Abkhaz language: aleishweh (civility), an Abkhaz code name for a set of rules and behavior. These include good citizenship, politeness, chivalry, dignity, honesty, humility and hospitality. 46 Yagan stressed that throughout history, aleishweh has attracted and impressed visitors, explorers and merchants from neighboring countries and from Europe. It was even adopted by Islamic Sufism in establishing fraternities, or tekkes, in the twelfth century, using the term adab. Aleishweh, Yagan explained, is the all-encompassing Circassian way of showing love at all levels: respect, homage and service to the elderly, compassion, responsibility for children, care for the needy, sex education and edification, and confronting the complexities of life with courage, patience and humor. Yagan thus described the very essence of "Adhyge-khabze": an ethos of everyday behavior, moral codes and education in traditional Circassian communities. 47 Yagan drew on the traditions of both Abkhaz and Adighe Khebze as the basis for the facets of his teaching that referred to social and moral behavior, while reworking them in the context of modern Western societies and connecting them to New Age ideas. Notably, Yagan claimed that his teaching was based on the "Ahmsta Kebzeh"-an esoteric body of knowledge that in the past was conveyed only to the noble classes of Abkhazian society. Moreover, his description of this spiritual knowledge refers to specific spiritual traditions that are not part of the current usage of the term "khebze" among Akhaz or Adyghe in the Caucasus or in the diaspora. The question of the extent that these descriptions refer to a spiritual tradition that indeed existed in the past is beyond the scope of this article and requires separate research. Such research will have to evaluate various recent influences on Abkhazian society such as the Russian invasion, the Caucasian wars, the Soviet regime, and post-Soviet conflicts and turmoil. Hence, at this stage, we are left with Yagan's testimony of himself as "the last carrier of an ancient tradition." For Yagan, the core of Kebzeh is gnosis, or esoteric knowledge. Kebzeh views life as a single continuum, without differentiating between this world and the hereafter, heaven and hell, and reward and punishment. Kebzeh, in Yagan's terminology, is "Caucasus yoga," a term that seems to be borrowed from an earlier book by Count Stephan Colonna Walewski, who focused on various breathing practices which appear to be connected to early-and mid-twentieth-century spiritualism.48 Descriptions of Abkhazian Kebzeh by current scholars in Abkhazia coincide with some of Yagan's ideas, namely an emphasis on Kebzeh as consisting of social aspects alongside a spiritual level. 49 Yagan emphasized that Kebzeh is not related to any specific religion or belief system. It was not a pagan tradition, either. There was never any image of God, or object of worship, in the history of Kebzeh, but rather mdges, which may be translated as a "manifestation of nature" in the form of a power, force or energy.50 Certain elements in this description resemble an important aspect of the ancient Abkhazian religion which exists to this day: the "Anyha"-scared places or shrines in the mountains. The power of these places is connected to nature and to energy, but not to a specific god. 51 Yagan thus seemed to present concepts that existed in ancient Abkhazian traditions, expressed in New Age terminology, or, perhaps, vice versa: connecting New Age spiritual ideas to his cultural background. He constructed a new philosophy in the Kebzeh format, but this teaching stemmed from earlier sources, namely ancient Caucasian traditions and Sufism. In both cases Yagan took only certain aspects from each system: he highlighted the ethical and social features of the Abkhazian/Circassian Kebzeh, but left out other aspects, such as the animistic/polytheistic pantheon, as well as aspects of Shamanism, especially the role of female shamans.52
Established Religions, Jesus, and Sufism
Yagan, as other New Age proponents, was sharply critical of institutionalized religions and of aspects of enlightenment as well. He held up the attractiveness of the Kebzeh as a contrast to the ruin and impotence of these two systems, which failed to make the universe a happier place.
He argued that most interpreters of the prophetic books of scripture were mediocre, although they claimed a monopoly over transmitting religious knowledge, becoming teachers and administrators living at the expense of the populace who supported them faithfully by strict observance of the rules set by the clergy. The result was religious dogmatism and pompous institutions such as churches, mosques and other grandiose sites of worship to impress the public for the purpose of material gain. Divine knowledge became the province of a privileged elite, Yagan charged, largely inaccessible to the believers, while religion turned into a social system without a soul. This was not only true of the Catholic Church, but also of Islam and Judaism. 53 Yagan held a particularly critical view of the development and interpretations of Islam, arguing that if the Qur'an given by the prophet Muhammad had been correctly understood and wisely interpreted, "there would be no room in Islam for fundamentalism, fanaticism or bigotry."54 He attested that early on, while in Turkey, he became disappointed after fruitlessly searching for the truth through the two major religions that were accessible to him at the time, Islam and Christianity. The only proof they offered of God's existence was a belief in God. 55 He did, however, display a positive attitude toward Christianity and Islam in two specific contexts: first, in his feeling for Jesus, whom he regarded as a symbol of love and compassion "who never meant to found a religion."56 Second, in his affinity to Sufism, in which he traced two positive elements found in the Kebzeh tradition as well: awakening "the dormant mental forces under divine grace," and social altruism. 57 Yagan himself often used Sufi terminology, such as maqamat (stages or stations in reaching the source of light) and suhba (master-disciple companionship). Suhba was given special emphasis in light of the importance attached to the mentor/ leader and the submissiveness of the disciple. 58 In Kebzeh, as in Sufism, Yagan argued, the acquisition of formal knowledge through books or any other written materials, or by long-distance communication with a teacher, is insufficient; it amounts to merely acquiring theoretical knowledge without really understanding it or practicing it in daily life. Rather, there is a need for intensive personal experience by living in communal conditions and following a teacher or spiritual guide. Total submission to his authority, Yagan explained, is not tantamount to blind obedience; rather, it is meant to achieve the suppression of the ego in an eagerness to gain some of the inner knowledge possessed by that teacher. 59 Despite the Sufi impact on Kebzeh, Yagan noted that Sufism is neither a lifestyle nor a religion, thereby seeking to detach Sufism from its specific Islamic context and tracing its roots to well before the emergence of Islam and the appearance of the prophet Muhammad. Sufism, he held, is "the story of 
Communal Vision and Practice
The spiritual development of the individual requires him to be a member of a community of brotherhood, Yagan stipulated. Community, for Yagan, was the single most important element of Kebzeh, a theme to which he dedicated an entire book.62 Only like-minded people doing things together can establish a true community. Thereby, they cease to be a crowd and turn into a collective unit with a common interest. The "living community," Yagan asserted, is the core of Kebzeh teaching, and only within it can the individual attain a meaningful existence that can advance humanity to a better state. 63 Yagan's communal vision highlights the differences between Kebzeh and certain New Age approaches which intensify the privatization of religion, turning it from a communal framework with clear rules and institutions into a more private, personal, and at times even eclectic experience.64 By contrast, Kebzeh teaching regards membership in a Kebzeh community as mandatory. The spiritual journey is both individual and collective, closely supervised by the chosen leadership.
The most important component of the Kebzeh communal leadership is the role of elders. There is no such thing as retirement, Yagan ruled. Every elder (tamatah) continues to be an active member in community life. In fact, the elder is put in a position of responsibility, and in case of dispute is authorized to assemble a meeting of councilors or hold a public discussion. The elder has the final word, with no veto allowed. He is the link between the distant past and the present, introducing order and harmony. The head elder is elected by community consensus. This essentially oligarchical and conservative regime is nonetheless firmly founded on the moral duty of its officers to act for the public good in cooperation with the people. The privileged status of the elder also extends to the family: the grandfather is the head of the family and its source of spiritual inspiration, symbolizing security, trust, compassion and love. 65 Yagan's communal ideas were not theoretical only. They were developed and implemented during the creation of the Kebzeh society, a process that began in Vancouver in the early 1980s and also included influencing students journal of Sufi studies 3 (2014) 67-92 who lived elsewhere to become involved in a communal experience as part of their spiritual development. At first, Yagan and a group of disciples lived for a time on an island in the Vancouver area. Some of the students who joined him worked with him on housing reconstruction and carpentry projects to earn a living. At the same time, they continued as a community to develop the teaching and practice of Kebzeh. Yagan referred to this mode of learning and living together in his autobiography thus: "[a] sheikh who has a responsibility for a tekke [order] has to be a full time sheikh . . . 24 hours a day and seven days a week. This doesn't mean that the sheikh shouldn't be a carpenter or own a restaurant."66 His disciples described this first period as a difficult but fertile stage in their personal development and in the coalescence of the Kebzeh community. Moreover, their descriptions demonstrate that Yagan achieved his position not only by virtue of being "the last elder of an ancient tradition," but also due to his ability to lead them effectively during the time they worked together. The descriptions reflect the emphases on mutual responsibility, hard work, and being a role model, while also showing respect to others-values that derive from the social aspects of the traditional Circassian model of Kebzeh,67 as well as Sufi values. Yagan's description of the shaykh who at the same time is a carpenter and a restaurant owner also demonstrates his notion of spiritual leadership: unlike other New Age spiritual leaders, or even contemporary Sufi shaykhs, Yagan earned his living from his work and not from his leadership position.
The most important community-building phase, however, took place when Yagan and some of his followers moved to the more remote Vernon location in 1986, where the teaching practices as well as the organizational patterns of the group became more clearly defined. Yagan nominated a group leader to organize various activities and take responsibility for such practices as meditation and spiritual training. This leader was responsible for an "inner" circle of learning and practice, which involved meditation exercises and studying various aspects of Kebzeh teaching together. Yagan himself would hold sohbet meetings with this group. Sohbet (in Turkish; suhba in Arabic) is a Sufi term for a spiritual conversation between master and disciples.68 This is a central Several of Yagan's publications are based on recordings of these conversations, during which components of the teaching content are discussed and analyzed. The style of these meetings exemplifies how a traditional Sufi practice is modified in a new context. As in traditional Sufi sohbet, the practice highlights the undisputed position of the teacher as a main source of spiritual guidance. At the same time, the individual needs of the students are discussed in connection with their spiritual path. Through these discussions the students become part of a process of producing knowledge-hence their names are mentioned in the published materials based on these conversations.69 Some of Yagan's disciples went on to establish similar groups in other locations (for example, in Winnipeg in the mid-1990s), although Vernon remained the hub of activity. In 1990 the group founded the Kebzeh Foundation in Vernon, a federally registered Canadian non-profit organization designed to develop and spread Yagan's teaching. While the core community lived in Vernon, some of Yagan's students lived elsewhere. These included disciples who did not move to Vernon, and new students who joined the Kebzeh society over time. The broad conception of a Kebzeh community was demonstrated in annual gatherings in Vernon. At the same time, some Kebzeh disciples who were living and working in and around various North American cities sought additional ways to fulfill the communal aspects of Yagan's teaching in their everyday lives. An example is a description of a Kebzeh disciple who lives and works as an attorney on the east coast of the u.s., who connects by conference call with other disciples in various places at least weekly for a spiritual conversation. 70 An important stage in the process of shaping Kebzeh as a base for a spiritual as well as an actual community was the establishment in 1988 of a church, the Essential Church of Christ,71 designed as a meeting place for the Kebzeh community on Sundays but welcoming the public at large in the area. Yagan's decision to establish a church surprised his students. Most of them came from a Christian background, but, as they stated in interviews, their interest in New Age thinking and Sufism was part of a rebellion against their religious upbringing. One of the present chaplains of the church said that when he first joined the group, he never imagined himself in such a role. However, Yagan explained that the church had strayed from its original purpose, and the idea was to construct a new church. While the Sunday mass held in the church has Christian symbols such as wine and bread, it also features alternative rites with a special focus on community solidarity. At the end of every gathering all participants join hands in a circle that symbolizes the communal identity of "one for all, all for one." The concept of the church reflected Yagan's conviction that Kebzeh should operate within the local culture, wherever its practitioners may be.72 The church thus serves as a link to the local community, allowing the Kebzeh society to be fully engaged in the essentially Christian environment of the Canadian town.
From Local to Global: New Modes of Cultural Exchange
An additional stage in the development of the Kebzeh society was the launching of an Internet site with an emphasis on disseminating Kebzeh teaching to new audiences, including by means of online courses. Since then, Yagan's ideas have spread to New Age and Sufi circles in Canada and elsewhere. This is manifested not necessarily in the number of people who became members of the Kebzeh association, but in the dynamic of the dissemination of Yagan's books, the activities of some of his students in other parts of the world, and further Internet activity.
Some From interviews it is clear that Yagan was aware of these differences, yet despite differences and even tensions between Yagan and Ibn Yusuf, their collaboration was fruitful and reveals important features of Kebzeh teaching. First, it reflects the cosmopolitan and relatively tolerant features of Kebzeh. Yagan's vision of Kebzeh as a spiritual teaching that can take different forms in different cultural contexts, is part of this cosmopolitan approach. Another example of this openness can be seen in the case of former students who turned to the practice of Buddhism as a spiritual path, but are still welcome in the annual gathering.82 Second, Yagan's collaboration with Ibn Yusuf manifests the complex position of Kebzeh vis-à-vis the spread of Sufism in the West. Although Yagan's teaching positions Kebzeh as an independent stream, distinctive and separate from Sufi circles, his approach enables the continuation of an affinity with Sufism. Moreover, it seems that Yagan was also aware that Sufi circles were important in the effort to disseminate Kebzeh teaching. Many potential students who heard about Kebzeh had already formed some connection with other Sufi groups. Furthermore, other Sufi circles, for example the Canadian Threshold Society,83 cited and referred to Yagan. Thus, although Kebzeh was formed as an independent spiritual doctrine, it was still linked to the development of Western Sufism. In this respect the Kebzeh phenomenon demonstrates the blurred boundaries of Sufism in the West.
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Conclusion
The evolution of Yagan's ideas and their dissemination in the context of cultural exchange can be understood in light of two related issues that are usually dealt with in separate research approaches: the new Western spirituality, affected inter alia by the spread of Sufism in North America; and the role of ethnic and cultural roots in immigrant societies.
Yagan immigrated to Canada with the goal of becoming Canadian. His ideas, and the teaching of Kebzeh in a modern form, developed as part of a cultural exchange that took place between the Middle East and Canada in the context of a multicultural immigrant society, juxtaposed with the widespread quest for a new spirituality that would come to be known as New Age. While Yagan's teaching was based on a reinterpretation of core Sufi traditions and basic Christian elements, combining New Age ideas, it derived its unique characteristics from his specific ethnic and cultural background: the Circassian-Abkhazian heritage of his upbringing. This background was also the source of his emphasis on community, which dovetailed with the Sufi concept of being part of an order, or terikat. Kebzeh teaching thus went further than most New Age philosophies in stressing a communal orientation, offering its followers an additional level of personal development.
However, Yagan parted from existing Sufi circles and moved a step further, beyond serving as a mediator and ecumenical agent. He molded a new spiritual system which competed for public recognition and legitimacy. Facilitating factors were his personal charisma, life experience, prestigious lineage, and organizational skills, but no less importantly his unique position as a spiritual wayfarer.
Yagan's background allowed him to mediate knowledge and world views in the West. By the time of his arrival in Canada he had already distanced himself from traditional Muslim views. His Western-oriented education and multicultural background enabled him to form a close connection with local young people interested in Sufi ideas and to attract them to his own teaching. Moreover, although Yagan was not part of the 1960s "questing" culture, he was, nonetheless, in many ways a "seeker" with a spiritual quest. He was much older than most of the young people who were part of the new spirituality and Sufi circles in Vancouver, and they instinctively identified him as a potential master. He came from Turkey, and had a first-hand acquaintance with Sufism. In this regard his position differed from that of Westerners who brought Sufi ideas to the West but who lacked authenticity. At the same time, Yagan differed from Eastern spiritual leaders who came to the West bent on disseminating a fixed religious philosophy to new audiences. Rather, he arrived as an immigrant who had been a member of a minority group himself in Turkey, and who sought a life in an open, multicultural society. These distinctive features are relevant in understanding the emergence of the new Kebzeh concept.
The transformation of the Kebzeh heritage into a core universal vision exemplifies the potential of a multicultural environment. While critics of multiculturalism warn that it may lead to divisive cultural enclaves, or become a superficial celebration of differences, the case study presented here shows how, in the context of the new spirituality, a multicultural environment can provide fertile ground for cultural creativity that stresses universalism yet recognizes the role of particular local identities.
